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Thomas Tolley 

Inspiring Haydn: Four Seasons at London's Art 
Exhibitions (1791-1795) 

INTRODUCTION: "DIE JAHRESZEITEN" AS 'A PICTURE 
GALLERY': 

One challenge for a biographer whose subject is a composer is how to write 
about music so that the reader who has never heard it grasps its charac-
ter and significance. In the case of the biography of Haydn by his friend 
Giuseppe Carpani (1752-1825), first published in 1812, the author relied 
chiefly on non-musical means to meet this challenge. When it came to 
the oratorio "Die Jahreszeiten" (Hob.XXI:3), one of Haydn's last extended 
compositions (first performed 1801), the author asks readers to imagine, 

a picture gallery full of different genres [of painting], different subjects and 
varied colouring. Four large pictures are shown among the smaller ones. 
The subjects of these principal pictures are: in the first part, the snow, the 
ice and the North Wind; in the second, a summer storm; in the third, a 
hunt; and in the fourth part, an evening gathering of country peoplel. 

Carpani extended his notion that "Die Jahreszeiten" was conceived in the 
manner of a picture gallery by describing the principal episodes in the com-
position as though each were a painting. In treating the summer storm (no. 
10), for example, Carpani underlined his approach by invoking the names 
of well-known artists to convey the force of Haydn's music: 

What richness in this picture! What force! What images! What brush-work! 
No piece of music is more spectacular than this one, nor is any ensemble 
more astonishing. This is a brilliant picture, conceived in the style of Mi-
chelangelo or Tintoretto2. 

'Immaginatevi una galleria di quadri diversi di genere, di soggetto, di colorito, Quattro qua-
droni principai figurano fra I quadri minori. Queste masse maggiori sono nella prima parte la 
neve, il gelo, gli aquiloni; nella seconda il temporale; nella terza la caccia, nella quarta la serata 
de'contadinf: Giuseppe Carpani, Le Haydine, ovvero lettere su la vita e le opere del celebre 
Maestro Giuseppe Haydn. Milan 1812, p. 205. Identical text in 2 "  ed., Padua 1823, p. 211. 

`Che ricchezza in quel quadro! che forza! che immaginil che pennello! Non neu' 
arsenale della musica pezza piü enfatico di questo; un tutto di tanto impegno. E Quadro 
di macchina, trattato al l'uso di Michelangelo, o del Tintoretto': Carpani, Le Haydine, p. 207f. 
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lt took little time before Carpani's characterisation of Haydn's final orato-
rio as 'a picture gallery' reached parts of Europe well beyond the Italian 
audiences he originally had in mind. The account of Haydn by Stendhal 
(writing under the pseudonym L.A.C. Bombet) published in 1814, essen-
tially plagiarised from Carpani, left the latter's formulation largely intact 
except that, in translating it into French, he extended the notion yet fur-
ther. Instead of conceiving four walls of a single room, each wall represent-
ing a different season, as Carpani's text implies, Stendhal asked reader to 
imagine an enlarged exhibition space comprising a whole suite of rooms, 
one for each season3. 

Stendhal simplified and condensed Carpani's longwinded prose. But the 
most striking element of his account of "Die Jahreszeiten", its reliance on 
the visual arts throughout to convey the nature of musical effects, he left 
largely intact with just slight modification to address a more urbane read-
ership. When it came to conveying Haydn's extraordinary creative powers 
in evoking the summer storm, for example, Stendhal assumed his readers' 
knowledge of one of the most famous of Old Masters: "Here, Haydn is in 
his element; all is fire, tumult, noise, and terror. lt is one of Michelangelo's 
pictures'". Knowledge of Michelangelo's best-known paintings, those dec-
orating the Sistine Chapel in Rome, had recently been widely disseminat-
ed through relatively inexpensive printed reproductions5. Stendhal trusted 
readers to comprehend the impact of Haydn's achievement by means of a 
familiar visual parallel. 

'... figurez-vous une galerie de tableaux different par le genre, le sujet et le coloris. Cette 
galerie est divisee en quatre salles; au milieu de chacune d'elles parait un grand tableau prin-
cipal. Lettres echtes de Vienne en Autriche, sur le celebre compositeur Jh. Haydn .. . par 
Louis-Alexandre-Cesar Bombet. Paris 1814, p. 247. Stendhal's text appeared in several sub-
sequent editions. The original text by Carpani that Stendhal plagiarised was not faithfully 
translated into French for another two decades: Imaginez-vous une galerie de tableaux, 
tous differens pour le genre, le sujet et le coloris. Quatre grands tableaux principaux sont 
places parmi plusieurs autres beaucoup plus petits. On trouve dans la premiere partie la 
neige, la glace et les aquilons; dans la seconde, l'orage; dans le troisieme, la chasse; et dans la 
quatrieme, la soiree des villageois': Joseph Carpani, Haydn, sa vie, ses ouvrages, ses voyages 
et ses aventures, trans D. Mondo. Paris 1838, p. 271. Stendhal's text first appeared in Eng-
lish three years after its first French publication: The Life of Haydn in a Series of Letters 
Written at Vienna ... translated from the French of L. A. C. Bombet. With Notes by the 
Author of the Sacred Melodies [William Gardiner]. London 1817, p. 290. 

Translation from: The Life of Haydn (1817), p. 291. 
5 In particular, two sets of reproductions of Michelangelo's "Last Judgment" published in 
the first decade of the nineteenth century were influential. See Alida Moltedo, La Sistina 
Riprodotta: Gli affreschi di Michelangelo dalle stampe del Cnquecento alle campagne 
fotographiche Anderson. Rome 1991, pp. 179-87. 
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In fact, exploiting the idea of a picture gallery to suggest the character and 
aesthetic aims of "Die Jahreszeiten" was no novelty when Carpani drew 
on it. The author was reprising a point made in a major review of Haydn's 
score that appeared in 1804, two years after its first publication: 

The overall impression of "Die Jahreszeiten" is of a gallery, a suite of pain-

tings [eine Suite von Gemälden], where varied pictures of natural pheno-

mena are all displayed together for attentive contemplation'. 

Carl Friedrich Zelter (1758-1832), the distinguished Berlin-based authority 
on music who wrote this review, had been in correspondence with Haydn 
shortly before writing it7. The notion that the oratorio was conceived in the 
manner of a picture gallery made such an impression that Zelter restated it 
more insistently later in the review to emphasise how he viewed Haydn's ap-
proach as a decisive turning point in the development of such compositions: 

We called the present work ... a gallery of pictures, and we see this as the 

basis of the entire piece; we even see it as the basis of the genre in which this artistic 
field is and has to be framed, if it is to survive and succeed [emphases added]8. 

From this it is clear that the analogy between Haydn's music and picture 
galleries advanced by Zelter and others was no mere reconfiguration of 
`musical painting', a long-established feature of eighteenth-century vo-
cal writing that provoked much critical comment for its extensive use by 
Haydn in his late oratorios9. 'Musical painting' was a separate issue from 
the one Zelter sought to characterise. lt was the very way "Die Jahres-
zeiten" had been conceptualised that he and others thought worthy of the 
attention of their readers: the music was gauged by its composer, they sub-
mitted, to affect audiences in ways analogous to those of an arrangement 
of paintings on visitors to a picture gallery. Since both Zelter and Carpani 
were in contact with Haydn at the time of the oratorio's first performances 
in Vienna, one possibility accounting for their view of the composition is 

AmZ, VI (1804), col. 515. 
For what survives of the correspondence between Zelter and Haydn, see Bartha, 

pp.436-39. 
AmZ, VI (1804), col. 516. Zelter had already used the notion of a collection of pictures 

in his earlier review of Haydn's "Die Schöpfung", though developed this more fully in 
the later review of "Die Jahreszeiten": AmZ, IV (1801-02), cols 385-96. Zelter alludes to 
this in his surviving letter to Haydn. The composer appears to approve Zelter's approach. 
9 For conventional late eighteenth-century definitions of painting in music see, for exam-
ple, the articles on `Gemähld in Musik' and `Mahlerey' in: Johann Georg Sulzer, Allge-
meine Theorie der Schönen Künste, ed. Johann Gottfried Dyck and Georg Schaz, 4 vols, 
Leipzig 1792-94, II, p. 357; III, pp. 356f. 
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that they drew on first-hand testimony supplied by Haydn himself, or those 
dose to him, of the composer's creative intentions. 

A crucial factor here is that the decades leading up to the composition of 
"Die Jahreszeiten" saw significant developments in the form and function 
of picture galleries. Distinguished collections of paintings, which hitherto 
had been essentially the preserve of those with extensive financial means, 
chiefly aristocrats and their households, now became much more accessible 
to ordinary members of the public for their scrutiny, delectation and edu-
cation, a key outcome of Enlightenment thinking. 

While the kind of patronage that had supported composers of Haydn's 
generation early in their careers facilitated direct experience of prestig-
ious private art collections, like the one formed by Haydn's patrons the 
Princes Esterhäzy, there was then generally little incentive for composers 
to engage closely with such collections. Conditions, however, during the 
second half of Haydn's career arguably encouraged him and others without 
the personal means to acquire expensive works of art to pay greater atten-
tion to them when opportunities arose. This change is reflected in publi-
cations by notable authorities on music, like those of the composer Johann 
Friedrich Reichardt (1752-1814), whose travelogues written in the 1770s 
essentially ignore visual culture, while those of the early 1800s show con-
siderable interest in experiencing and recording it10. Although the gallery 
in Vienna founded to house the Esterhäzy collection only opened to the 
public in 1812, too late for it to have made any impact on Reichardt's travel 
writings or on the form of "Die Jahreszeiten", by the time Haydn and Baron 
Gottfried van Swieten (1733-1803), the oratorio's librettist, started their 
work on it recent developments in the conception of picture galleries were 
a matter of broad cultural interest11. 

THE IMPERIAL PICTURE GALLERY IN VIENNA 

A milestone in public accessibility to major art collections was the perma-
nent exhibition of the imperial picture collections in Vienna, an initiative 
driven by Emperor Joseph II in the late 1770s, one that proved a key at-
traction for anyone visiting or based in the imperial capital with cultural 

" Johann Friedrich Reichardt, Briefe eines aufmerksamen Reisenden die Musik betreffend, 
2 vols, Frankfurt, 1776; Vertraute Briefe geschrieben auf einer Reise nach Wien un den Oes-
terreichischen Staaten zu Ende des Jahres 1808 und zu Anfang 1809, 2 vols, Amsterdam 
1810. Haydn owned the first of these publications and features prominently in the second. 
11 [Joseph Fischer,] Catalog der Gemählde-Gallerie des durchlauchtigen Fürsten Esterhazy 
von Galantha, zu Laxenburg bei Wien. Vienna 1812. 
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aspirationsu. The palace of the Upper Belvedere was selected as the new 
home of the collection that opened to the public in 1781, the year that 
Mozart settled in Vienna. The Emperor commissioned an erstwhile friend 
of the Mozart family, the Basle-based engraver and publisher Chr8tien de 
Mechel, to organise the hanging of the pictures and to prepare a catalogue 
of the collection for public information, a publication welcomed through-
out Europe". Mechel's catalogue shows that he arranged the pictures using 
broad art historical criteria (i.e. by 'school' and in broad chronological or-
der) rather than relying solely on aesthetic criteria, a pioneering instance of 
criteria still practised today14. 

Occasionally Mechel took art historical liberties in displaying the pictures 
to the public. For example, he grouped together four paintings by the lead-
ing sixteenth-century painter Pieter Bruegel the Elder, about which little 
was then known, displaying them on the same wall in one of the rooms 
devoted to Netherlandish painting on the second floor of the Belvedere. 
As the catalogue entry for them shows, Mechel labelled them collectively 
"Die vier Jahreszeiten" in the German edition and "Les quatres Saisons" 
in the French edition, implying that each picture represents a season". But 
as Mechel certainly knew, this was a fiction. The pictures neither original-
ly belonged together in this way, nor did a single one of these paintings 
represent any of the four seasons as understood in his own time". Mechel 

" Die kaiserliche Gemäldegalerie in Wien und die Anfänge des öffentlichen Kunstmu-
seums. Band I: Die Kaiserliche Galerie im Wiener Belvedere (1776-1837), ed. Gudrun 
Swoboda, Vienna 2013. 
" Mechel's catalogue was issued in German and French editions: Christian von Mechel, 
Verzeichnis der Gemälde der Kaiserlich Königlichen Bilder Gallerie in Wien, Vienna 
1783; Chretien de Mechel, Catalogue des tableaux de la Galerie Imperiale et royale de 
Vienne d'apres l'arrangement fait de cette Galerie en 1781 par ordre de sa Majeste 
l'Empereur, Basle 1784. For Mechel and the Mozart family, see Thomas Tolley, Develo-
ping an Eye for Harmony: Rubens in Mozart's Education, in: Late Eighteenth-Century 
Music and Visual Culture, ed. Cliff Eisen and Alan Davison, Turnhout 2017, pp. 71-110. 
14 For comment on the art historical significance of this, see Andrew McClellan, Invent-
ing the Louvre: Art, Politics, and the Origins of the Modern Museum in Eighteenth-Cen-
tury Paris, Cambridge 1993, pp. 79ff. 
" Mechel, Verzeichnis, p. 184, nos 61-64. 
" Documentation shows that some of the pictures in question came to Vienna after 1594 
when the City of Antwerp presented the Austrian Archduke Ernst, Governor of the Neth-
erlands, with six paintings by Breugel collectively representing the twelve months: Jan 
Buchanan, The Collection of Niclaus Jongelinck: II. The `Months' by Pieter Bruegel the 
Elder, Burlington Magazine, 132 (1990), pp. 541-50. Although Mechel was probably aware 
of the integrity of this cycle of six paintings, he chose to ignore it. Only two of Mechel's 
`Seasons' were drawn from the series of six paintings: "The Corn Harvest" (now New 
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devised this aspect of the display to make the paintings in question more 
intelligible to audiences of the 1780s, a time when sets of representations 
of four seasons were popular and frequently reproduced17. 

Swieten, then the imperial librarian with responsibility for the Emperor's 
collections of printed and graphic materials, was himself a key figure pro-
moting moves to engage the public with the wealth of visual culture then 
in Vienna'. As President of the Court Commission on Education until 
1791, Swieten played a role in opening up imperial collections to the pub-
lic. He was also keen to develop throughout society cultural values that 
had hitherto been the preserve of the aristocracy, as well as persuading 
the ruling elite that the lives and activities of ordinary people — like the 
ordinary country people featured in "Die Jahreszeiten" — were worthy of 
representation and attention. Putting Bruegers then unfamiliar pictures on 
public exhibition may be understood as one outcome of this project. Its im-
pact may be traced in the writings of foreign visitors to Vienna, those who 
made a point of viewing picture galleries and engaging with the arts gen-
erally, including music. One visitor, the British diarist Mrs Hester Thrale 
Piozzi, who toured Austria in 1786, reflects something of the new cultural 
attitude in Vienna when she wrote soon afterwards, with characteristic 
haughtiness, that "The patient German is seen in all they shew us from the 
painting of Brughuel [sic] to the music of Haydn". Mrs Piozzi evidently 

York, Metropolitan Museum), which Mechel called 'Summer% and "The Return of the 
Herd" (Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum), which he called `Autumn'. Interestingly, 
one of the original six paintings "Haymaking" (now Prague, National Gallery), one that 
Mechel chose not to display, entered the collection of Princess Leopoldine Grassalkovich, 
daughter of Prince Anton Esterhäzy nominally Haydn's patron when he was in England, 
perhaps on the occasion of her marriage in 1793. This provides an important indication 
that Bruegel's art was directly relevant to the cultural context in which Haydn worked on 
permanently returning to Vienna from London. Mechel made up his set of Seasons' using 
two paintings by Breugel neither of which appear to have come from any series: "Chil-
dren's Garnes", which he called 'Spring' and "The Massacre of the Innocents", which he 
called 'Winter' (both Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum). Why Mechel ignored more suit-
able paintings drawn from those given to Archduke Ernst for his series, such as "Hunters 
in the Snow" (Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum), very suitable for 'Winter', is unclear. 
17 Mechel's arrangement of the Bruegels echoed, for instance, a more coherent set of Tour 
Seasons' by Lukas van Valkenborch (1535-1597), a late follower of Breugel, hung in an 
adjoining room. Mechel, Verzeichnis, p. 181, nos. 41-44. 
" Ernst Wangermann, Aufklärung und staatsbürgerliche Erziehung: Gottfried van Swie-
ten als Reformator des österreichischen Unterrichtswesens, 1781-1791, Vienna 1978. 
" Hester Lynch Piozzi, Observations and Reflections made in the Course of a Journey 
through France, Italy, and Germany, 2 vols, London 1789, II, p. 276. For eighteenth-cen-
tury readers a painter called Breugel is as likely to refer to Jan Breughel the Younger as to 
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